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Kitchen Accounts is a series of still images that are presented here as 
photo-texts. They record a number of performances for the camera 
that centre on the activities of the kitchen to tell a diaspora story. 
This tells the story of my mother’s and father’s experiences as part 
of a generation of rural Irish people who had little option but to 
migrate to England in the 1950s. My mother and father, like many of 
this generation, migrated to a post-war England that needed migrant 
workers – and met and married there. They both came from a ‘new’ 
Ireland, one that had recently become a republic, with all that this 
entailed in terms of its economy, which was particularly stagnant in 
rural areas at the time. The values of this conservative and parochial 
rural Ireland bore little relation to the urban centre of London to which 
they both came [Plate 26]. 
The experience of the Irish in the UK is seen to be one of a 
community that is easily assimilated, even by its members. It is a 
mainly white diaspora and one that can seem to blend in. However, 
this hides and obscures an experience marked by difference, one that 
particularly affected the 1950s generation. This generation was largely 
inconspicuous until they opened their mouths, when their accents 
marked them as different. In my own case, as second-generation Irish, 
I do not bear this verbal marker – and without stating my heritage 
I can ‘pass’ and potentially assimilate. However, there were distinct 
obstacles for the 1950s generation of Irish migrants. It is now generally 
known that a level of discrimination existed along with a resistance 
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to migrant communities that was indicated by the phrase in use at 
the time in England – ‘No Blacks, No Irish, No Dogs’. In addition to 
this, historically determined perceptions of Ireland in the UK affect 
how Ireland and the Irish were and are seen, and this forms part of a 
post-colonial experience. 
Currently, a part of Ireland is still part of the United Kingdom, 
and the whole of Ireland was governed by Britain until 1922. Ireland 
has a complex and distinct place in the public imagination and in 
public discourses in the UK. On one hand it is seen as a troublesome 
and dangerous place, but on the other, it is often seen as barely 
different from England. However, this alone cannot be seen to define 
an Irish migrant experience. There were also a range of experiences 
that occurred in everyday life, that were ordinary and banal and were 
specific to Irish culture and its values; the continued allegiance to these 
values both marked and maintained difference. In effect, these facets 
of identity that are less public and that generally take place in the 
domestic sphere can be seen to define this difference.
Kitchen Accounts addresses the ideas around this ethnic identity by 
exploring the theme of dislocation and memory, and it is a reflection 
on the experience of Irish migration. It is based on my lived knowledge 
of this experience – as a member of the generation born in the UK to 
Irish parents – and is concerned with the question of representing this 
post-colonial, white, Western experience. 
My photographic work refers to and is part of my response to the 
hidden and obscured nature of this experience in England as a member 
of the second generation ‘telling’ the story of the first generation. In 
the series of acts recorded in the photo-texts, a number of objects 
that are mundane and everyday are engaged with. Some of the objects 
are not authentic – and in some of the acts their intended function is 
subverted. The use of my own body in the work allows me to adopt 
an auto-ethnographic strategy and to ‘tell’ these stories with their 
interpretation of both fact and fiction. In this, I am constructing work 
to be able to address ideas about an Irish experience that rely on partial 
narratives and memories of that experience – and through the acts 
with which I engage, are experienced once again in the performance 
for the camera.
